Gambles of gastroenterology.
Diagnostic and therapeutic procedures of gastroenterology can frequently tax a patient's health. In addition to the risk of side-effects such procedures may also reduce the patient's well-being. The probability of achieving cure depends on the interplay between the patient's initial health status and the expected efficacy of the gastroenterological interventions. The mathematical concept of the 'gambler's ruin' from probability theory is used to model the interplay among the various factors affecting clinical outcome. The model illustrates in a quantitative manner how the physician's ultimate success in achieving cure depends on a given patient's initial health status, and the characteristics of the interventional procedures used. The analysis also illustrates that in some dire clinical situations, risking the patient's life in one single and bold step can yield a better overall outcome than trying to advance the patient's health by multiple small and cautious steps. Using the gambler's ruin as a model for medical risk taking could contribute to medical teaching and promote the understanding of the some general principles that shape many clinical decisions in gastroenterology.